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ABSTRACT 
Fine dining restaurants are important to the restaurant industry for establishing trends 
and representing tradition in classic gastronomy. Few research articles have investigated 
market retention issues in fine dining settings. The purpose of this study was to explore three 
fine dining core competencies with two customer behavior components and their effects on 
customer intention to return. 
A questionnaire was developed identifying how process, product, physical setting, 
self-image, and dining occasion relate to intention to return, and to assess which one of the 
above components significantly affected a customer's desire to return. A random sample of 
191 customers from two fine dining restaurants in Des Moines, Iowa provided data for this 
study. 
A regression model resulted in a moderate R2 of 0.388 with several factors 
significantly related to return intention. Process, self-image, physical setting and product 
were significantly related with return intention. Process was the most significant (t = 4.427) 
with a standardized beta greater than the other factors (stand. p = 0.323). Self-image was 
significantly related to return intention (t = 3.357) with a standardized beta of 0.256. 
PHYS2, a factor summarizing components of physical setting, was significant in relation to 
return intention (t = 3.335) with a standardized beta of0.243. BEV, a factor grouping 
beverage components under the product section, was significant with return intention (t = 
3.047) with a standardized beta of 0.219. 
In conclusion there is a relationship between process, product, physical setting, self-
image, and dining occasion with return intention. Process was the most significant variable 
vu 
with return intention. The management's ability to enhance performance of service, physical 
setting detail, and both beverage quality, amount, and variety offered, has the potential to 
increase customers' intent to return. In addition, by gaining insight into the customers' 
attitudes on their self-image may allow for a strategic marketing advantage. 
Vlll 
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CHAPTER ONE-INTRODUCTION 
Restaurant marketers today face new and challenging problems in attracting a target 
market. With increased competition from a saturated restaurant market, declining economy, 
and a plethora of un-foreseen challenges, restaurant marketers must protect their current 
customer base and explore creative strategies in attaining new customers in their target 
markets. 
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The restaurant industry has attained great success in recent history. The National 
Restaurant Association (NRA, 2001) reported that restaurant-industry sales have reached a 
compound annual growth of 7.5% from 1970 to 2001. The average household spent over 
$2000 annually on food away from home in 1999, with each member averaging over $800. 
This number translated into 4.2 meals per week eaten from sources outside the home. With 
household expenditures on food away from home cresting $2000, restaurant marketers strove 
to win a portion of that potential revenue. 
In recent years, the fine dining segment of the restaurant market has been less 
successful than the restaurant industry as a whole. For example, the forecast for fine-dining 
growth in 1996 was 0.5% (Johnson, 1996). With great attention paid to quality of ingredients 
in menu items, higher costs for white linen, high quality wines, and trained staff, profit 
margins were meager. Sullivan (2000) reported that, during the previous four years, prices 
in fine dining restaurants have increased over inflation nationwide, and the number of menu 
items increasing by more than 2.5% in 2000. This price increase seems to be related to the 
fact that less than one percent of all meals consumed in 1999 were fine dining (Sullivan, 
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2000). Half of New York City's fine dining restaurants reported a decline in the first quarter 
revenues of2001, as compared to that in 2000 sales (Frumkin, 2001). 
Recent recessions in the United States economy in conjunction with the terrorist 
attacks have negatively affected the hospitality industry on a national scale. Bagli (2001) 
wrote about Ian Schrager, CEO oflan Schrager Hotels in New York City, who was quoted as 
saying, "We're being decimated." This statement followed the recent incident on September 
11th and a slumping economy. The Oak Room and Oyster Bar, two famed restaurants at the 
Plaza Hotel in New York City, considered closing due to these circumstances (Bagli, 2001). 
Mediocre historical growth in sales and recent declines in the U.S. economy 
undoubtedly will press fine dining marketers into more aggressive measures to gain market 
share. Due to the relatively small dining facilities of most fine dining restaurants, compared 
to those of larger casual dining facilities, restaurant marketers must focus heavily on the few 
customers that patronize the fine-dining restaurants. The problem in fine dining remains that 
managers often do not focus on market retention. Fornell and Wemerfelt (1987, 1988) 
advised that marketing resources might be better utilized in keeping existing customers. Past 
research conducted for the U.S. Office of Consumers indicated that the cost to keep an 
existing customer is about five times less than recruiting a new customer (Peters, 1988). 
Restaurant marketers need to focus on increasing "re-patronization of fine-dining customers" 
or market retention. 
The process, product, physical setting, self-image, and dining occasion generally 
affect customers' experience at a fine dining restaurant. First, process involves all service, 
which can be scrutinized by the customer and undergone to bring the products to the 
customer. For example, a customer experiences how a wait-staff presents a tray of food, but 
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generally is not privy to the actual creation of the food. Process remains a crucial factor 
influencing customer intention to return. NRA (2001) stated that providing less than what 
customers expect is bad service; providing what customers expect indicates good service and 
exceeding expectations results in customer assessments of superior service. The NRA (2001) 
noted the importance of process to retention when considering that 40% of customer 
defections were due to poor service. 
Second, the product with which customers come into direct contact with is another 
component that shapes their perceptions of the restaurant as a whole. Whether it is the food, 
wine, or after-dinner mint, the customer's perceptions of the quality of product bears heavily 
on their satisfaction with the entire experience. Research conducted on the relationship 
between product quality and return on investment (ROI) shows that the two are positively 
related (Phillips, Chang, & Buzzell, 1983). In addition, product quality had a significant 
effect on relative market position (Phillips et. al, 1983). In a recent survey done by the 
National Restaurant Association, food was the primary reason customers patronize 
restaurants (NRA, 2001). 
Third, physical setting remains a major contributor to the customers' perceptions of 
the restaurant. Robson (1999) emphasized that customers should be able to discern from the 
restaurant's environment what should be expected of the "meal experience." He also pointed 
out that careful attention to exterior and interior design aids the customer in "reading the 
environment," which could potentially increase customer volume because customers 
understand their surroundings and feel more comfortable. 
Dining occasions are instances where the customer's agenda, whether that agenda is 
in the form of celebration, business meeting or similar event, is in conjunction with the 
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intention to patronize a restaurant. Sheridan (2000) suggested that customers dine out at 
times due to the greater portions of food or greater calorie content in the food, which 
translates into indulgence in the mind of the customer. Soeder (1996) offered the idea that 
customers reward themselves by treating to an expensive drink or rich desserts. A 1996 
survey by the NRA on "Dinner Decision Making" indicated that 40% of diners went to 
expensive restaurants to treat themselves. Celebration of holidays and personal achievement 
are two facets of dining occasion that relate to return intention. Ebbin (2000) observed that 
55% of his respondents eat out on their birthdays. Mother's Day is second most popular with 
38% ofrespondents eating out to celebrate with their mother. Holidays such as Valentine's 
Day, the third most popular holiday to dine out, promote intention to dine out as well. (Ebbin, 
2000). 
Self-image (or self-concept) has been previously defined as "the totality of the 
individual's thoughts and feelings having reference to himself as an object (Rosenberg, 1979, 
p. 7)." Sirgy and Su (2000, p. 340) found that visitors of tourist locations perceive the 
location based on the type of tourists that frequent the location. According to them, "the 
greater the match between the destination visitor image and the tourist's self-concept, the 
more likely that the tourist has a favorable attitude toward that destination [and the more 
likely that the tourist would visit that destination]." This potentially relates to restaurant 
destinations where visitor self-concept must also resemble the restaurant in order to elicit 
favorable attitudes from the customer. 
Johnson (1996, p 140) stated, "Although fine <lining's share remains small, the 
segment's influence on the foodservice industry is substantial because food and service 
trends usually start there." It must be understood fine dining restaurants attempt to achieve 
superlative levels of store image for maximum satisfaction from the customer base. 
Marketers must utilize the core competencies of the restaurant. One way to do so 
may be to understand how the above three components of a restaurant and two customer 
behavioral components affect market retention. The overall goal of this study was to assess 
customer perceptions of the five components of the fine dining restaurant- process, product, 
physical setting, dining occasion, and self-image-- in order to understand which of the five 
components has stronger influence on market retention in fine dining restaurants. 
Research Questions 
Specifically, the following two research questions address the relationship between 
the restaurants' performance in three components - process, product, physical setting with 
the two customer behavior components, (dining occasion and self-image), and market 
retention: 
• What is the relationship between dining-experience with process, product, physical 
setting, dining occasion, and self-image and intention to return? 
• Of the five components, which one affects return intention most? 
It should be noted that the literature equally supports the effects of process, product, 
and physical setting on return intention, but the potential effects of self-image and dining 
occasion have not been examined thoroughly in the context of fine dining. In addition, the 
"relative" effects of these five variables on return intention are not known, especially in the 
fine dining context. 
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Significance of Study 
The research on comparing performance of process, product, and physical setting 
with return intention in fine dining restaurants is minute. The addition of self-image and 
dining occasion variables to the above research has not been previously studied. The results 
from this study will provide partial foundation for future studies in relation to the collective 
five variables (process, product, physical setting, self-image, and dining occasion). This 
study may also contribute to the relatively under-researched segment of the restaurant 
industry-fine dining. 
As some fine-dining restaurants notice decline in revenue (Frumkin, 2001), market 
retention is becoming the first strategic step toward continued growth in that segment. 
Results of this study may be used by fine dining operators to develop defensive marketing 
positions, in reference to current customer base. 
Definition of Terms 
Process: a set of service activities in a fine-dining context that, taken together, produce a 
result that is of value to a guest (Cullen, 2001). 
Product: the food and beverage provided within a fine-dining restaurant's premises that is 
consumed by the customer base. 
Physical Setting: the appearance of the interior and exterior facilitates in a restaurant's 
environment. 
Self-Image: the totality of the individual's thoughts and feelings having reference to himself 
as an object (Rosenberg, 1979). 
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Dining Occasion: reasons for dining in a fine-dining restaurant (a celebration, business 
meeting, or gathering with family). 
Fine dining: dining in upscale restaurants where: 
-Food product is not normally prepackaged, and at least 50% of product is created 
from primal food products adapting to classic preparation techniques. 
-Full service is provided to the customer at the table. 
-Menu items are presented in courses 
-Wine accounts for at least 50% of beverage sales. 
-Average table turnover-time is greater than 1 hour. 
Intention to return: an intention of whether the customer will remain with or defect the 
company (Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman, 1996). 
7 
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CHAPTER TWO - REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
In 2001, the restaurant industry will comprise 1 trillion dollars of the American 
economy (NRA, 2001). Full-service restaurants made up less than one-fifth of the overall 
restaurant industry with 143.3 billion dollars in sales in 2001 {NRA, 2001). This was a 4.0 
percent gain in sales from the last year. Dun and Bradstreet (1994) stated that two-thirds of 
service oriented businesses fail before they reach their fifth year. "At the end often years, 90 
percent of the franchises are still in business versus only 18 percent of the independents 
(English, Josiam, Upchurch, & Willems, 1996, p.18)." The current recession of the American 
economy will affect these sales, possibly in a negative trend. Given 70 percent of annual 
sales for full-service restaurants were derived from repeat customers, it is logical to promote 
return business (NRA, 2001). In this chapter, the focus of the review will be on return 
intention, and how process, product, and physical setting affect that intention. Two 
additional variables, self-image and dining occasion, will be reviewed for their relationship 
with return intention. 
Process 
Service Quality 
The quality of service is an essential component for the success of a business today 
(Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1996). Standards in service quality have been suggested in 
order to reach and maintain a level of quality (Bojanic & Rosen, 1994). The staff of 
hospitality firms focuses primarily on the proper delivery of service quality to their patrons 
(Blum, 1997). The proper execution of service quality generally leads to satisfaction and 
value, which correlates to positive service outcomes (Cronin, Brady, and Hult, 2000; 
Lemm.ink, Ruyter, & Wetzels, 1998,). Andersson (1992) contended that sating satisfaction 
needs during service delivery is as important as sating satisfaction with food or beverage. 
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A model was created to measure and analyze service quality, which is called 
SERVQUAL (Parasuraman, et al., 1988). The model included service and product; for the 
scope of this paper service is emphasized. The model was introduced into the retailing 
market and was later adapted into other industries (Oh, 1999). Similar with Parasuraman, et 
al.'s study is Bloemer, Ruyter, and Wetzels (1999) findings where they identified four 
components of customer loyalty from service: word-of-mouth, purchase intention, price 
sensitivity, and complaining behavior. Bloemer, Ruyter, and Wetzels (1999, p. 1101) 
applied content from the model and noted, "in the entertainment industry customer patronage 
behavior is predominantly influenced by reliability, responsiveness, and tangible service 
attributes, while word-of-mouth is determined to a large extent by responsiveness and 
tangibles." Lee and Hing (1995) adapted the SERVQUAL model to measure service quality 
in the restaurant industry. They found that patrons of fine-dining restaurants have common 
expectations of service quality (Lee & Hing, 1995). Service quality is accomplished usually 
through looking after the guests' needs and what is important to the guest, thereby 
establishing some levels of familiarity with their consumer base (Walsh, 2000). · Zeithaml et 
al. (1996) related that a firm that delivered service quality that pleased the customer might be 
able to charge a higher price than its competitors. In addition, those customers are more 
likely to purchase extra services and proliferate positive word-of-mouth marketing for the 
company. 
Literature contains proliferate concepts intertwined with service quality that seek to 
better operationalize service quality, for example, actual service quality and perceived 
service quality. Where actual service speaks to actual failures and successes, perceived 
service quality relates to the judgment of the consumer on quality of service (Arora and 
Stoner, 1996). If a manager successfully implemented service quality standards that met 
customer satisfaction levels, competition may still be able to convince a portion of the 
customer base to switch purely on price cuts on competition's menu items (Rust, Danaher, 
and V arki, 2000). Moreover, if competition implemented policy, procedure, and company 
standards of quality that, from consumer prospective, was superior, customers may be 
persuaded to switch (Rust, et al., 2000). What remains firm is a restaurant's ability to 
produce quality service, and its capacity to retain a strong portion of the customer base. 
10 
Rust, et al. (2000, p. 455) illustrated an example in which "Firm A's" current service quality 
level statistic is .807, inferior to its competition's score of .840. lf"Firm A" implements 
quality improvements in service and raises its quality score to .907, then market share 
increases from 5 9. 7 to 61.4 percent for "Firm A". Given that service quality increase to . 907, 
the researchers found that the elasticity of menu price point can increase 10.9 percent and 
retain the same market share. In their estimates, it was possible to increase price based on 
increased service quality (Rust, et al., 2000). 
Business organizations rely on their customer base to supply initial expectations to 
their service in order to supply a service foundation from which to base future service 
standards. Exemplary service is not always the service desired by the guest. Catering to the 
customers' service desires is a critical focal point in providing satisfaction (Blum, 1997). 
Blum ( 1997) went on to point out that ongoing training of service personnel in service 
quality that meets company standards remains an excellent way to obtain customer 
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satisfaction. When customers hold a favorable attitude on service quality, there remains great 
potential for a satisfied service result (Cronin, et al., 2000). 
Customers have different intentions of why they patronize a restaurant and those 
differences become apparent in the different stages of service, i.e. contact with host, 
subsequent courses of the meal, and departure of guest. Lemmink et al (1998) study 
identified these different stages and that there were carry-over effects from the subsequent 
stage that would affect the reaction of the customer during the next stage. They found that 
utilizing information gained from each stage of service can be used to improve value in 
subsequent stages and add to overall service satisfaction. Zeithaml, et al. (1996) noted 
overall satisfaction determines ifthe customer ultimately defects or stays with the company. 
Rust, et al. (2000) concluded in their paper that service quality was valuable in retaining 
customers only ifthat service quality was better than the competitions. In summary, the 
customers' satisfaction and ultimate return indicates service quality. 
Service Delivery 
The process or act of delivery of service to a customer is an important element to the 
guest's experience at a fine dining restaurant. The delivery of service to the guest is a 
complex procedure. Unfortunately, evaluating service quality was difficult for the customer 
due to the intangibilities in its delivery (Bojanic & Rosen, 1994). Services cannot be 
physically held or placed in inventory, and only after the service has been delivered can an 
evaluation be made (Bojanic & Rosen, 1994). Often, customers had a difficult time 
pinpointing what their own expectations were of service and, subsequently, how to gauge 
what standard of service was acceptable (Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1993). The 
overall success of the long-term service delivery was unpredictable due to varied customer 
demands that translate into inconsistent service policy (Bowen & Cummings, 1990). 
Customer demands were studied in Walsh (2000), in that, relational efficacy was a 
performance trait embraced by successful servers to establish a good connection with the 
clientele (Walsh, 2000). Walsh (2000) found in the study of a 1200 room landmark hotel 
with a restaurant that guests generally found the service to be acceptable but the actual 
meeting of customer expectations was contingent on management's ability to give the 
customer recognition and deliver prompt timely service. 
Service Recovery 
12 
Approximately 50 percent of businesses' customers are lost in five years, and the 
disproportionate number of negative words of mouth interactions compared to the relatively 
few number of positive words of mouth interactions is a main reason (Mack, Mueller, Crotts, 
and Broderick, 2000). In instances where service quality was unsatisfactory, service recovery 
methods aided in secondary satisfaction (Etzel & Silverman, 1981). Subsequently, those 
service recovery methods can avoid short-term dissatisfied instances, thus substantiating 
intention to repurchase (Spreng, Harrell, and Mackoy, 1995). 
Process and Return Intention 
An important finding of Zeithaml et al. (1996) was that improvement in service 
quality enhances positive customer return intentions and potentially decreases unfavorable 
intentions. Zeithaml et al.'s (1996) model conceptualized the consequences resulting from 
service quality interactions and how those consequences applied to retention, profitability, or 
defection. Winsted (2000) identified several service behaviors (enthusiasm, pleasantness, 
courteousness, etc.) that, when successfully implemented by service personnel, aided in the 
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attainment of customer retention. Cronin, et al., (2000) provided evidence that there was a 
positive correlation between service quality and repurchase intention. Additional studies 
have found a positive correlation between service-quality and repurchase intention. One case 
study found a positive correlation between service quality and willingness to recommend 
(Boulding, William, Kalra, Staelin, Zeithaml, 1993). 
Zeithaml, et al. (1996) summated service and retention with the statement, "When 
service quality assessments are high, the customer's behavioral intentions are favorable, 
which strengthens his or her relationship with the company. When service quality 
assessments are low, the customer's behavioral intentions are unfavorable and the 
relationship is more likely to be weakened (Zeithaml, et al., 1996, p.32-33)." 
Product 
Product Quality 
Researchers and managers agree the quality level of service and product are the 
building blocks of a business culture that remains competitive (Arora and Stoner, (1996). 
What distinguishes whether a product will be purchased is the degree of positive consumer 
perceptions related to the product (Tom, Barnett, Lew, and Selmants, 1987). A product's 
continued survival in a given market is contingent, to a great degree, on its quality (Sethi, 
2000). Waller and Ahire (1996) noted that product quality is a combination of tangible 
product attributes and customer perception of company reputability. Zeithaml (1988) 
expanded upon quality in noting that its superiority is relative to the respective choices 
consumers have within the marketplace. 
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Continual improvement of product quality has become a trend in industry market. 
This improvement is considered to affect the demand curve, if all other factors remain 
constant. In this, both market share and elasticity of price should both increase (Hellofs & 
Jacobson, 1999). Considering product quality and customer satisfaction, a study of 
automobiles revealed that the influence on future satisfaction and subsequent word of mouth 
advertisement was related more to the automobile than to the dealership that sold the 
automobile (Mittal, Kumar, and Tsiros, 1999). More so, perceptions of the service rendered 
may directly influence the perceptions of the product (Mittal et. al., 1999). Studies have 
shown that improved product quality elicits a latent relationship between actual quality and 
the perceptions of product quality (Waller and Ahire, 1996). 
Food & Beverage 
Food and drink are at the heart of the restaurant industry as the core product offered 
to consumers away from home (Ingram and Jones, 1998). Successful restaurants deliver 
food products that met customer standards in quality (Blum, 1997). The teamwork of the 
staff in the food production department is essential for consistent quality in food products. 
The product performance capabilities must be conveyed to the end consumer in a 
meaningful way. Information on product characteristics was shown to aid in consumers' 
evaluation of performance, which in turn, increases product-rating performance (Mason and 
Bequette, 1998). In most circumstances food quality policy adhered to specifications or 
standards that communicated effective protocol in processing the food product. Costell (in 
press) states that food must be adequately described, tested, and evaluated in a reliable and 
acceptable manner. 
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In reference to food items, restaurateurs have an obligation to ensure the safety of 
· foods they serve (Sherry, 1996). Safety of the product was a dimension of a product that 
determines its quality (Sethi, 2000). By ensuring that safety, quality of product increases. 
Food quality was also a reflection ofrelative safety of the food product in conjunction with a 
generally accepted minimal level of quality (Costell, in press). 
The complexities of finished food products result in the challenge of maintaining 
consistency. Taste of food products can range in style from recent trends in Asian-French 
fusion to classic favorites like roasted lamb rack and new potatoes, with a port and lamb 
reduction. Wright, Nancarrow, and Brace (2000) wrote about the importance of taste and its 
effect on customers whether salty, sweet, fruity, earthy, or other flavors. Wright, et al. 
(2000) noted positive reaction to food taste might have been the resultant of a short-term 
trend in the market based on such fads as spiciness or richness of foods; such fads may result 
in long-term drop-off of satisfaction. Costell (in press) argues, with a given finished food 
product, all subsequent food products there will be a discrepancy in quality, generally from 
the lack of standards in sensory quality. Food production staff are given some aid in the form 
of pictures of the standard product which relays color and texture or, less frequently, the 
standard product itself to compare subsequent production to; the goal remains to avoid 
inconsistencies (Costell, in press). 
The majority of time spent during a dining experience is spent eating food and 
drinking beverages, i.e. the restaurant's product. The act of eating involves many 
physiological functions that coincide forming a resulting perception of the food product. In 
relation to food, Molnar (1995) observed that in addition to reaction to the packaging and 
physical or bacterial contamination, people determine quality by matching their sensory 
--R~~~P!iQ!l.§JQJlms~_pfth~_iiiD:t~!J:!!!L~e.qgit~P1ents. Taylor and Linforth (1998) described 
how taste and flavor educe positive or negative reaction by triggering a customer's sensory 
receptors. 
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Food quality has been a convoluted topic traditionally measured on the food's 
inherent quality components (Becker, 2000). In a study done on factors influencing 
restaurant selection, consumers were asked to choose from five factors. Quality of food 
emerged as the most important factor in reference to influence on restaurant selection (Lewis, 
1981). Becker (2000, p. 162) attempted to build a framework that made distinctions 
between "quality attribute cues" and "performance in the process of integrating the 
information received from quality cues by the consumer to judge the perceived quality of the 
product." Becker (2000) found strong consumer interactions with several cues, i.e. source of 
meat and hue of flesh, which related to greater predictive value for quality experience. 
Becker (2000) noted the organoleptic qualities of meat products with which consumers 
identified, such as leanness, color, tenderness, and aroma contributed to the experience 
quality of the product. 
Relating to consumers needs is important because not all product components 
contribute to satisfaction (Becker, 2000). Aune (2002, p. 34) summated the roles of food and 
beverage well with, "If you have the right wine with good food, these commodities will, 
when enjoyed together, transcend the dining experience to a higher level of enjoyment." 
Product and Return Intention 
Retaining customers is imperative to the long-term success of any business. All 
restaurants' success is contingent on providing products to their customers that elicit 
customers' desire to return (Ingram and Jones, 1998). Webster (1992) stated that to have an 
advantage in the marketplace the supplier of the product must develop long-term 
relationships. The relationships built between the product supplier and the customers are 
potential safeguards against future competition (Flint, Woodruff, and Gardial, 1997). 
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In a study by Auty (1992), where consumers were asked to rate factors in reference 
to influence on dining at restaurants, food type and food quality were the most important 
considerations. In a study of food with decor and service, all three were found to be 
significantly related to popularity of restaurants in the Toronto metro area. Food and decor 
were found to be the most influential to the overall success of the operations (Susskind and 
Chan, 2000). Eriksson and Vaghult (2000) found that usually customers increase purchases 
over time when it can be assumed that they are loyal customers. 
Food of a restaurant establishment was found to be a primary cue in determining 
loyalty to that restaurant by Clark and Wood (1999). Clark and Wood (1999) noted that 
those consumers considered not loyal to the establishment they dined at still found quality of 
food to be the most important in their selection of restaurant. Choi and Kim (1996) concluded 
in their article that management needed to progressively sustain business competencies 
including product quality in order to maintain customer satisfaction. Customer perception of 





The physical setting surrounding the customer has the potential of applying great 
influence on store revenue and customer buying habits (Turley and Milliman, 2000). Foxall 
and Greenley (1999) pointed out that businesses focus on the environment, ambiance, and 
other similar design components that potentially influence consumer perception of the 
business. 
Environmental components are what customers perceive as the store atmosphere; 
color is an example of an environmental component. Shen, Yuan, Hsu, and Chen (2000, p. 
21) defined the color harmony in settings as " a satisfying (i.e., comfortable, favorite) human 
response for two or more juxtaposed colors." Combining color with other store atmospherics 
such as music, aroma, texture, and shape result in creating a structured ambiance. Businesses 
understand the value of store cues (interior design, color, aroma, music, etc) and try to 
develop environments with appropriate levels of those cues to attract customers (Sirgy, 
Grewal, and Mangleburg, 2000). The scent of an open bakery has been noted to draw 
customers into the restaurant and subsequently increase sales (Robson, 1999). The projection 
of a positive business image is aided by portraying an auspicious store image and interior 
design that positively affects the patrons' experience (Machleit and Eroglu, 2000). 
Music has had profound influence on the behavioral responses of humans for 
centuries and, more so, its effect on catalyzing moods (Sweeney and Wyber, 2002). Playing 
music at the appropriate level of volume has been shown to increase customer arousal 
(Robson, 1999). Consumers' emotional states and attitudes were greatly affected by the 
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music played in the physical setting (Sweeney and Wyber, 2002). Music has been stated as 
having the potential to induce buying behavior in customers (Dube, Chebat, and Moris, 
1995). In the Sweeney and Wyber (2002) study, music had significant effects on consumers' 
emotional states and those elevated states led to greater perceptions of product quality and 
intention to purchase. Sweeney and Wyber (2002) summarized quality (service and product) 
and a comfortable environment should be managed, and customers' stimulation can be 
positively influenced through music and environmental characteristics (aroma, lighting 
conditions, artwork). Danaher and Mattsson's (1994) study related that food was not an 
important factor to restaurant guests, but atmosphere where they experienced the meal was 
important. The researchers noted, "The breakfast encounter is dominated by the desire for a 
calm atmosphere ... (Danaher and Mattsson, 1994, p. 13)." 
The outside of the facility must meet minimal customer standards. The disposition of 
the environment surrounding the business reflects upon the business as well. Stores located 
in low-income communities may communicate to potential customers that patrons are 
working class, and upscale neighborhoods may communicate to potential customers that 
shoppers are more affluent (Sirgy, et al., 2000). Turley and Milliman (2000) made the point 
that the exterior of the building must be deemed satisfactory before the customer even 
considers the interior. 
Physical Setting and Return Intention 
Psychology has embraced the concept of environmental impact on consumer behavior 
for some time (Machleit and Eroglu, 2000). Mehrabian and Russell{1974) stated that 
ambiance, design, and social factors act in conjunction to aid in the influence of the 
consumer buying behavior. The environment and design are more effective when planned 
around a specific consumer sect, and are capable of influencing consumer behavior more 
directly. Turley and Milliman (2000) found sufficient evidence that consumers could be 
influenced into behaving in certain ways, dependant on the environment created by the 
designer. 
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The environment and ambiance in the business can positively impact the perceptions 
of the customer, which, according to Sharma and Stafford (2000), can induce positive 
consumer behavior. In the same study of store atmospherics, Sharma and Stafford (2000) 
found that the customer identified those atmospherics as a main criterion in their evaluation 
of the store. Similar to expectation study work on service quality, Machleit and Eroglu 
(2000) noted in their study that correlations were great between expectation and emotional 
valences in store atmosphere. The researchers noted as customers' perceptions deviate from 
their personal expectations on store atmosphere, the customer experiences more negative 
emotional valences than positive; in turn feeling less happiness and satisfaction and more 
distaste and unease (Machleit and Eroglu, 2000). Richardson, Jain, and Dick (1996) also 
found that if the customers perceived the store as unappealing, the customers convey that 
displeasure in the store's products. Richardson et al. (1996) noted that the proportion of 
revenue to the size of the business was improved with successful design appeal. 
Turley and Milliman (2000) identified several studies that have isolated store cues 
(color, lighting, music, etc.) and noted their effects on customer response (sales and time 
spent in retail setting). Loyalty in restaurant choice is supported by the work of Lewis and 
Hawksley (1990) in that the image of a store was key to consumer choice and future loyalty. 
Approach/Avoidance behavior, in reference to environmental psychology, has long 
been studied. Mehrabian and Russell (1974) stated that approach behavior is an affinity to a 
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given setting by the customer. Avoidance behavior speaks to the contrary, where customers 
feel repelled from the environment. Retailers try to minimize negative responses from 
customers by manipulating environmental factors in their store, while attempting to induce 
emotional responses (Machleit and Eroglu, 2000). 
Behavioral intention studies on general interior of a store are immense. These studies 
indicated that customer views of the interior related to their buying tendencies. In addition, 
these studies indicate that customer views on design affect approach/avoidance and potential 
revenue (Donovan, Rossiter, Marcoolyn, and Nesdale, 1994). Evidence from the study by 
Turley and Milliman (2000) supported purchase intention due to atmospheric effects in that 
different varieties of atmospheric variables affected quantity of items purchased and how 
much customers spend. Machleit and Eroglu (2000) made evident that management had 
ultimate command over environmental ambiance and image. They predicted that a 
continued knowledge base on the correlation between consumer emotion and the components 
in a store setting could aid management in positioning the store environment to better educe 
positive shopping behavior. 
Dining Occasion 
Dining occasion manifests itself in many forms: as a celebration, anniversary outing, 
gathering with friends or family, birthday celebration, or other similar interaction where the 
restaurant becomes a medium for interaction. Reluctance to prepare at-home meals, 
gatherings, and business meetings motivate consumers to acquire restaurant services (Pedraja 
& Yague, 2001). Labrecque and Ricard (1999) found that children, especially ages 9-12, 
have a great influence on their parents' decisions on which restaurant to patronize. As 
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opposed to the proactive enhancement of food product, or refinement in service, the 
researchers suggested that restaurants that cater to families change service policy to better 
anticipate children's needs, i.e. offering children's games, making menus more appealing to 
children. 
Kivela, Inbakaran, and Reece (2000) incorporated dining occasion with other 
independent variables, ultimately to measure their effect on return patronage. Dining 
occasion was exemplified in the following scenarios- "celebration", "business need", 
"social reasons", and "convenience" (Kivela, et. al., 2000, p. 14&15). Patrons of either sex 
who dined out because of business or social needs had a greater intention to return (Kivela, 
et. al., 2000). Their subsequent conclusion was that dining occasion had a significant 
relationship on intention to return (Kivela, et. al., 2000). Specifically, the male portion of 
the sample that dined out due to a business need held the most significant relationship with 
return intention over the other scenarios (Kivela, et. al., 2000). 
Self Image 
The concept of the customer behavior component "self-image" and self-congruity 
with a brand, location, or idea has been studied extensively. Self-concept and self-image 
research has been used extensively as a "cognitive referent" in analyzing social symbolic 
cues. Sirgy, et al. (2000) found that symbolic cues could be referent to product or physical 
setting. At a heuristic level, consumers relate the image of product or the setting with the 
image of themselves. More systematically the consumer develops an attitude toward the 
store that supplies the product and setting. The resulting consistency or inconsistency results 
in the likelihood that the consumer will patronize the store (Sirgy, et al., 2000). Sirgy (1982) 
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had suggested that consumers maintain positive self-image (self-esteem) by purchasing 
products that are congruent with that image. Therefore, upscale store products will provoke 
an image of affluence (Sirgy, et. al., 2000). 
The relationship between satisfaction and self-image was demonstrated by Sirgy 
(1982 & 1985). He developed a model to explain the four levels of congruence the customer 
elicits. The model was introduced in a tourism context, where the tourism location was the 
product that was related to the customer's self image. Sirgy (1982 & 1985) found that, 
consumers' satisfaction relates heavily with self-image/destination-image congruence. Sirgy 
(1982) and Sirgy et al. (2000, p.131) suggested four components of customer's self 
congruity: 
• Actual self-congruity- potential match between the "patron image of the 
store" and the customer's "actual self-image" 
• Ideal self-congruity - potential match between how "shoppers like to see 
themselves in relation to the retail patron image." 
• Social self-congruity - potential match between how "shoppers believe they 
are seen by others in relation to the retail patron image." 
• Ideal social self-congruity - potential match between how "shoppers would 
like to be seen by others in relation to the retail patron image." 
The article by Sirgy, et al. (2000) expanded upon ideal social self-congruity by 
showing that, given a match between the above and the retail patron image, a consumer's 
intent to patronize increases due to the consumer's satisfied internal need for approval. 
"Shoppers are motivated to protect their personal identities. They may feel uncomfortable if 
they see themselves patronizing a store that is not reflective of their true selves. For 
example, a working class shopper is likely to feel uncomfortable in an upscale department 
store. This is because this behavior is perceived as inconsistent with her perception of who 
she truly is (Sirgy, et al., 2000, p. 130)." 
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In a study of self-concept in relation to drink symbolism, Jamal and Goode (2001) 
found that the image of a drink was significant to the self-conceptions of the customers, and 
that the perceptions to beverage brands related to self-congruence with the relative social 
context. Sirgy, et al. (2000) suggested the greater the congruence between the average store 
customer and the individual customer's self-concept, the greater the chance of that customer 
patronizing the store. They conclude that managers will have increased success if the 
managers can augment their store image to provoke the probability of self-congruity with the 
customer, ultimately drawing customers towards the manager's place of business. 
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CHAPTER THREE - METHODOLOGY 
Study Sample 
A random procedure of sampling at two fine dining restaurants was conducted in the 
city of Des Moines, Iowa. Customers were asked to participate in this study following their 
dining experience. Questionnaires were distributed on randomly chosen days during a four-
week period. The sample was conducted at two restaurants due to their close semblance to 
the operational definition of fine dining in the scope of this study. The questionnaire was 
distributed on-site to the paying customer at the end of their dining experience by the 
designated wait-staff and collected, subsequently, by the same staff members. The goal was 
to achieve at least one hundred completed questionnaires at each restaurant in the four-week 
time frame for adequate results following analysis of the data. 
Instrument 
This study used a survey method with a self-administered questionnaire. The 
questionnaire consisted of one 8.5'' x 11" bone white, heavy gauge sheet of paper. The 
questionnaire was printed on the front and back of the stationary. The accompanying cover 
letter was printed on Iowa State University stationery, which was attached to the 
questionnaire. To aid respondents with readability of questionnaire, the paper was bone 
white with black lettering due to the low light environment where the respondent filled out 
the questionnaire. Small pencils accompanied each survey. 
The questionnaire was divided into four parts. Part one consisted of five questions to 
determine overall performance of the restaurant, and to measure the customer's desire to 
return. The first three questions were followed with five-point Likert scales, and the fourth 
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and fifth questions with multiple-choice responses, (see APPENDIX A). Part two consisted 
of five sub-sections that addressed the customers view on performance of the restaurant in 
reference to the three of the five independent variables (process, product, physical setting). 
The first four sub-sections were styled after a five-point Likert scale. Sub-section five used a 
rating scale. Sub-section one consists of nine questions about process performance. Process 
questions were primarily adapted from research items from Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry 
(1985). The ninth question was an overall rating of the process performance. Sub-section 
two addressed the food portion of the product with six questions. Product questions were 
adapted primarily from standards from the Culinary Institute of America (1996). The sixth 
question was an overall assessment of the performance of the food portion of the product 
variable. Sub-section three covered the beverage portion of the product variable. This 
section was divided into four questions that dealt with the three main performance 
characteristics of the beverage. The forth question was an overall assessment of performance 
of the beverage portion of the product variable. Sub-section four covered the physical 
setting. Nine questions comprised this section, with the first eight touching upon 
performance of eight major aspects of the restaurant's physical setting. Physical setting 
questions were primarily adapted from atmospheric variable research conducted by Turley 
and Milliman (2000). The ninth question was an overall assessment of the restaurant's 
presentation of physical setting. The fifth sub-section addressed customer perceptions of 
how each variable influences their desire to return by distributing one hundred points 
accordingly. 
Part three of the questionnaire introduced questions about the two other independent 
variables, "special dining occasion" and "self-image." The first question addressed the 
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possibility of their visit relating to a "special dining occasion", with the response categories 
of "celebration", "reward for a completed task'', "business meeting", and "other" with an 
open-ended response. Dining occasion questions were developed in part from the research 
by Kivela, et al. (2000) .. The second half of part three addresses the self-image variable. All 
four questions under self-image were presented as a Likert scale. These questions were 
adapted from the self-image questions by Sirgy and Su (2000) with the word "destination-x" 
substituted with "the restaurant." 
Part four of the questionnaire consists of three demographic questions for data 
comparison purposes. The demographic questions gained information on age, gender, and 
perceived social status of the respondents. 
The Human Subjects Review application was approved by the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) oflowa State University on January 22, 2002. The approved form appears in 
APPENDIXB. 
Pilot Test 
The pilot test was conducted with fifteen graduate students and faculty of the Hotel, 
Restaurant, and Institutional Management at Iowa State University. These individuals were 
asked to provide feedback to the questionnaire in reference to readability, clarity, 
succinctness and validity of the questions. The feedback was used to refine questions where 
alterations were deemed necessary. 
Data Collection 
Three days from each week were randomly selected to distribute questionnaires. Two 
of the days were randomly selected from days during Monday-Thursday and one day 
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selected randomly from Friday and Saturday. This method was believed to provide a 
proportional sample indicative of a normal fine dining business week and avoided 
intervention to the restaurant operators' flow of business. Customers received an incentive of 
entering in a raffle for $25.00 gift certificate to the restaurant where they filled the 
questionnaire out. The names and phone numbers to contact the customer in the event of 
winning the raffle were separated from the data and later destroyed. 
Data Analysis 
The collected data were analyzed through SPSS 10.0. Cronbach alpha was used to 
check for reliability in the question items. Factor analysis was used to reduce variables into 
more communicable factor sets. Descriptive statistics were used to attain measures of central 
tendency. A regression model was used to test the variable relations and the results are 




A total of 100 questionnaires were gathered from restaurant "l "and 91 questionnaires 
from restaurant "2", for a total of 200 questionnaires distributed. Questionnaires were filled 
out on site and returned to the site monitor following the customer's dining experience (n = 
191, 96% response rate). All questionnaires were used in analysis, with only sporadic 
missing values. 
The majority of the respondents (81 %) fell into the 26-35 year and 36-55 year age 
categories (Table 1). The 18-25 and 56+ categories were evenly represented with 9.4% and 
8.9% of the responses, respectively. The majority of the respondents were female (56.5%). 
Self-perceived social status showed the majority of the respondents (56.5%) falling into the 
upper-middle class range, followed by the middle class (30.9%), and upper class (9.4%). 
SPSS cross-tabulation was utilized to assess if aggregation was suitable for the two 
sets ofrestaurant responses. Two sets of demographic responses, (age, gender), were entered 
in the cross-tabulation to determine whether the two respondent groups were balanced on 
these two variables. The Pearson's Chi-square tests on both age (X2 = 3.05, p = .38) and 
gender (X2 = 2.38, p = .30) were not significant, indicating that the two customer groups had 
a balanced distribution on these variables. The results partially supported the aggregation of 
the two data sets. 






























Performance and Retention 
Customers of both restaurants perceived the overall performance favorably (mean= 
4.69). Seventy-two percent of the respondents rated performance as excellent, and 25% of 
the remaining rated performance four out of five (standard deviation= 0.04). 
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Respondents of the questionnaire highly intended to return to the restaurants. About 
65% of the respondents were "very likely" to return to the restaurant. Of the remaining 
respondents, 26. 7% were "likely" to return. The mean of return intention at both restaurants 
was 4.58 with a standard deviation of 0.05. 
The customers' likelihood to recommend the restaurant to others was addressed in the 
third question. About 70% of the respondents were very likely to recommend the restaurant 
to another person. The remaining customers answered similarly to performance and 
retention with 25.1 % marking four out of five (5 point Likert scale) in likelihood to 
recommend the restaurant to others. The mean score for the question of recommendation 
was 4.62 with a standard deviation of 0.05. 
An interesting finding was that a relatively low number of "regular" patrons 
participated in the study. One hundred and seven respondents (56%) had patronized the 
restaurants two times or less in the past 12 months. Only 19 patrons had been to either 
restaurant 11 times or more (10%). 
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Process Findings 
The process of delivering product and elaborating on the tangible and intangible 
characteristics of physical setting results in the variable process. The nine-part questionnaire 
on process uncovered consistent and interesting results. Timeliness of service was the first 
subcomponent of process analyzed. The majority ofrespondents (60.2%) to this 
subcomponent strongly agreed that the service was well timed. The mean and standard 
deviation were 4.49 and 0.05 respectively. 
The relative friendliness, knowledge on menu items, attentiveness, hygienic and 
appeal of the server as well as overall service received high scores (Table 2). Respondents 
strongly agreed with the servers' abilities to perform the above subcomponents at least 70.9% 
of the time. Mean scores ranged from 4.56 to 4.66. 
The ability of the server to meet customer service needs was an observed essential 
subcomponent from informal feedback from participants. The staff performed well in 
meeting various service needs. Respondents strongly agreed that service needs were met 
78% of the time, and 15.2% of the remaining respondents merely agreed (4 out of 5 on Likert 
scale); combined scores account for 93% of the responses. 
The ability of the service staff to execute proper service technique has an entertaining 
effect or "flair" in respect to restaurant patrons. However, in this study customer response to 
entertainment was less than anticipated. Only 47.6% of the responses fell under the "strongly 
agreed" category in relation to entertainment of service. Thirty-two percent of responses fell 
under the next subsequent category ( 4 out of 5 on the Likert scale). The standard deviation 
of answers from the mean was 0.07, explaining further relative spread of answers. 
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Product Findings 
The food and beverage components encapsulate the bulk ohime spent during a given 
dining experience. The executive chef and peripheral kitchen staff members' ability to 
satisfy customer desires is tested in this component. The six subcomponents of food and four 
subcomponents of beverage were tested in this section. The resulting data is similar in 
statistical pattern to that of process (Table 2). 
Aroma, color, and temperature of food elicited similar findings. Respondents 
strongly agreed that the above items performed well as compared to respondents' 
expectations with percentages ranging from 63-69%. The average response supports positive 
perception of aroma, color, and temperature of food with scores ranging from 4.52 to 4.65 
(standard deviation range= 0.04-0.05). 
Flavor, texture, and overall performance of the food scored similarly with one 
another. Respondents were in strong agreement (72-74 %) on the food products performance 
in flavor, texture, and overall performance. Comparative mean scores support this ( 4. 73 ± 
0.03). 
The four beverage subcomponents scored similarly with 66-75% of the respondents 
strongly agreeing that these subcomponents were satisfactory in performance. This finding 
was supported with high mean scores ranging between 4.54-4.72 (standard deviation range= 
0.04-0.06). 
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Physical Setting Findings 
The exterior configuration and style of a dining facility in conjunction with its interior 
design function as the environment in which the customers' experience take place. 
The collective potency of the environmental tangible and intangibles has the 
capability to influence a customer's experience. The difference in individual effect of each 
subcomponent on satisfaction is the subject of interest in the following analysis. 
The color and lighting of the exterior and interior, as well as the table setting, are the 
notable. Respondents agreed color, lighting, and table setting performed well in that the 
response category "strongly agreed" was selected by 53-63% of the respondents. Means and 
standard deviation scores support these findings (4.45-4.55 and 0.05 respectively). 
The music played, artwork and ambiance, assorted plant-life, bathroom facilities and 
overall setting performance resulted in slightly lower scores. The "strongly agree" and 
"agree (4 out of 5)" responses for these items account for 76-89% of the total; however, the 
results are not skewed as heavily towards "strongly agree" (strongly agree= 40-49% of total 
responses). Mean scores and standard deviation reflect greater spread in answers with the 
above subcomponents ( 4.11- 4.51 and 0.06- 0.20 respectively). 
Parking and exterior appearance was perceived as not performing as well than other 
physical setting subcomponents {Table 2) by respondents. Forty-eight percent of the 
respondents marked "agree" or "strongly agree", with 14% disagreeing. 
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics- Process, Product, Physical Setting 
Variable Subcomponents with item numbers M±_SDa,b 
1. Willing to meet needs 4.66±0.06 
2. Friendliness of service 4.65 ±0.05 
3. Knowledge of server 4.64 ± 0.05 
4. Careful service 4.63 ±0.06 
Process 
5. Well-groomed server 4.63 ±0.05 
(a.= .88) 6. Attentive service - 4.56± 0.06 
7. Well timed service 4.49 ± 0.05 
8. Entertaining service 4.17 ± 0.07 
9. Overall service performance of service 4.63 ±0.05 
10. Flavor of food 4.74 ± 0.03 
11. Texture of food 4.72 ± 0.04 
12. Color of food 4.64 ± 0.04 
13. Aroma of food 4.58 ± 0.04 
14. Temperature of food 4.52 ± 0.05 
Product 15. Overall Performance of food 4.71±0.04 
(a.= .88) 16. Quality of beverage 4.72 ±0.04 
17. Amount of beverage 4.61±0.05 
18. Variety of beverage 4.54 ± 0.06 
19. Overall performance ofbeverage 4.66 ± 0.04 
20. Table setting of physical setting 4.55 ± 0.05 
21. Lighting of physical setting 4.47 ± 0.05 I 
22. Color of physical setting 4.45 ± 0.05 
23. Music of physical setting 4.30 ± 0.06 
Physical 
24. Artwork/Ambiance of physical setting 4.28 ± 0.06 
Setting 25. Flowers/Plants of physical setting 4.25 ± 0.07 
(a.= .88) 26. Appearance of bathroom facilities 4.11±0.07 
27. Appearance of exterior/parking lot 3.51±0.08 I 
28. Overall performance of physical setting 4.51±0.20 
a Mean + Standard Deviation 
h Five-p-;rt Likert-type scale ranged from !=strongly disagree ..• 5=strongly agree 
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Dining Occasion/Self Image Findings 
Dining occasion affects the purpose of dining, in addition to potentially affecting the 
relative significance of the independent variables on return intention. Self-image and 
location congruence have similar connotations in respect to dining. 
Self image data remained unchanged (Table 3). Dining occasion was recoded for 
data analysis as indicator variables (Table 3). Celebration, reward for completed task, 
business meeting and an open-ended question of "other" were recoded into celebration, 
business meeting, gather/outing (with family/friends), and reputation/credibility of the 
restaurant (a word of mouth recommendation). The category, reward for completed task, 
received 1.60% of the total responses and was removed as a major selection. The recoded 
selections accounted for over 85% of the answers. A preliminary descriptive analysis of the 
two variables reveals the following results. 
Dining occasion was a primary reason for dining at the two restaurants. Celebration 
and gathering/outing were the primary reasons for dining with 43% and 32% of the 
respondents, respectively. Mean scores ranged from 4.12-4.94 (standard deviation range= 
0.25 - 0.86). 
The four items of self-image were answered in a consistent manner. The first two 
questions were most commonly answered with four out of five on the five-point scale. The 
latter two questions on self-image received the greatest spread of variance; the mean hovered 
around "3" on the five-point scale. 





Gathering/outing (with friends/ 
Family) 




How I see myself 
How I like to see myself 
How I believe others see me 








3.96 ± 0.08 
4.01±0.07 
3.66 ± 0.09 
3.82 ± 0.08 
a Mean ± Standard Deviation derived from a five-part Likert-type scale. 




Factor analysis was utilized for the purpose of reducing thirty-two attributes down to 
a more communicable number (Table 4 ). The thirty-two attributes of process, product, 
physical setting, and self-image could be summarized into six factors. The varimax rotation 
was used for easier interpretation of the factors. Self-image items were reduced 
independently from process, product, and physical setting items. The factors were named 
SERV (process factor), FOOD (product factor), BEV (product factor), PHYS 1 (physical 
setting factor), PHYS2 (physical setting factor), and SI (self-image factor). Cronbach's alpha 
values were reported for each factor (Table 4). 
The first factor (SERV) was established from service related items 1-8 (see Table 2) 
with an eigenvalue of 8.36. SERV accounted for 34.84% of the total variance. 
The second factor (FOOD) was a reduction of food-related items 10-14. FOOD accounted for 
13.18% of the variance with an eigenvalue of3.16. The fifth factor (BEV) was a reduction 
of beverage-related items (16-18) with an eigenvalue of 1.085. 
Physical setting items were reduced into the third and fourth factors (PHYS 1, 
PHYS2). PHYSl was a reduction of items 23-27 with an eigenvalue of 1.80. PHYS2 was a 
reduction of items 20-22 with an eigenvalue of 1.38. 
The four self-image items reduced into one factor (SI) that accounted for 84% of the 
total variance in the original items. SI held an eigenvalue of 3.35. There was only one factor 
extracted and, thus, rotation was not necessary. The items that made up SI had a Cronbach' 
alpha score of .935. Dining occasion was analyzed in subsequent regression models by 
using indicator variables, and celebration was used as the base group. 
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Table 4. Factor Analysis - Process, Product, Physical Setting 
Variable Subcomponents Factors" Cronbach's 
Al ha 
SERV FOOD PHYS! PHYS2 BEV 
Willing to meet needs .910 
Attentive service .901 
Careful service .859 
Friendliness of service .771 
Well-timed service .770 .926 
Well-groomed server .756 
Knowledge of server .733 
Entertaining service .638 
Aroma of food .747 
Flavor of food .741 
Texture of food .670 .796 
Color of food .642 
Temperature of food .497 
Artwork/ambiance of .746 
physical setting 
Flowers/plant-life of .666 
physical setting 
Music of physical setting .620 .815 
Appearance of bathroom .602 
facilities 
Appearance of .459 
exterior/parking lot 
Lighting of physical .811 
setting 
Color of physical setting .704 .815 
Table setting of physical .695 
setting 
Amount of beverage .792 
Quality of beverage .784 .811 
Variety of beverage .767 
Eigenvalue 8.36 3.16 1.80 1.40 1.10 
Variance 34.84% 13.18% 7.52% 5.74% 4.52% 
• Factor loading higher than .45 are shown for simplicity. 
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Regression 
Regression analysis was used to examine the effects of the five performance factors, 
self-image factor, and dining occasion variables on the dependent variable "return intention" 
(Table 5). The regression model resulted in a moderate R2 of0.388 with several factors 
being significant. The model fit was significant, F = 9.66. 
SERV was significant (t = 4.43) and its standardized beta was greater than all other 
factors. The factor PHYS2 was also significant with at-statistic of 3.34 and its 
corresponding standardized beta was 0.24. BEV was significant (t = 3.05) and the other 
product factor (FOOD) was not significant. SI was significant with the standardized beta 
score of 0.26 and t = 3.36. All other factors were not statistically significant. 
SERV, PHYS2, BEV, and SI were all significant with return intention. Therefore, 
higher scores in the above four factors results in greater customer intent to return in the 
future. 









D.O. - Businessb 
D.O. - Gatheringc 
F = 9.66 














a Indicate significant factors (t;::: 1.96) 
b Dining Occasion - Business 















CHAPTER FIVE - DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 
This paper consists of five main sections: discussion, conclusion, managerial 
implications, limitations, and future research. The discussion section will compare these 
results with results from past studies. The conclusion section will summarize and translate 
the findings with the research questions. The managerial implications section will address 
possible managerial recourse in order to gain greater understanding of customer intention to 
return. The limitation section will discuss weaknesses of this study and the last sections 
focuses on providing some suggestion for future research. 
Discussion 
The findings suggest that the two restaurants' service greatly influenced customers' 
intention to return at a later date. Choi & Chu (2001) reported in their research that the 
quality of service carried out by employees greatly influenced satisfaction of customers in 
addition to their intention of re-patronization in the future. Three items of physical setting 
(color, lighting, and table setting) significantly influenced customers' intent to return, which 
is concurrent with Machleit and Eroglu (2000) who found that a favorable atmosphere, (as 
perceived by the customers) brought forth positive buying behavior. Turley and Milliman 
(2000) also found atmosphere influenced purchase quantity, amount of money spent, and 
potentially the time· spent in the store. Beverage, in this study, was found to influence 
customers' intent to return. However Aune (2002) noted in support wine enhanced 
customers' experience more with food and customers were willing to pay more when they 
received good value in the wine. Finally, the concept of a customers' self-image affecting 
their intent to return was found to be significant in this study. Sirgy, et al. (2000, p. 136) 
noted "if retailers can position their stores to enhance the likelihood of self-congruity with 
target shoppers, they are likely to succeed in attracting these shoppers to their stores." 
Conclusion 
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The contribution of this study measured the power of the five variables (process, 
product, physical setting, self-image, and dining occasion) in fine dining with customers' 
intention to return in the future. The nature of this study was exploratory and results are not 
theory-bound. However, this research will provide a foundation for further studies in the 
fine-dining segment of the restaurant industry. 
In response to the first research question, there is a relationship between process, 
product, physical setting, self-image, and dining occasion and return intention. The 
regression model indicates a significant relationship of the independent variable with the 
dependent variable. The F-statistic (9.66) gives support to the relationship. 
The demographics and socioeconomic data seem to reflect current fine dining 
customers. Respondents evenly represented male and female in the study. The majority of 
the respondents were from 26-55 years of age and of middle or above socioeconomic status. 
This translates into working professionals with greater resources and desire for a refined 
dining experience. 
Questions directed at performance, recommendation, and intention to return resulted 
in markedly high responses. Average performance, recommendation, and intention-to-return 
scores were high, and negatively skewed, between 4.58-4.69 (5 point scale). 
The second research question holds much more value to practitioners and 
researchers alike. In response to the extent each variable plays on return intention, the result 
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is more succinct. The factor SERV, which encapsulates process performance prompts, 
performed superior to the other factors. SERV also accounted for more variance in the 
dependent variable than the other factors combined by 3.86%. SERV had a standardized beta 
of 0.32; the next highest score was SI with 0.26. SERV was the most significant factor (t = 
4.43). 
Managerial Implications 
Managers continuously explore different avenues in acquiring additional market 
share. Customer satisfaction and perceived value in product are short-term benchmarks to 
business success. The exploratory findings of this research propose a few precursors towards 
increasing customers' intent to return. Management's ability to enhance service 
performance, detail in table setting, the lighting around the customers' table, and beverage 
performance has the potential to increase customers' intent to return. In addition, by gaining 
insight into the customers' attitudes on their self-image may allow for a strategic marketing 
advantage. 
Any given quality product has potential for returns on investment with proper 
marketing. Restaurants have the arduous task of presenting relatively intangible products 
(service, food, beverage) via advertisement to increase customer awareness, and business 
activity. It is the responsibility of the manager to create a "desire to return" with the 
customer. In the scope of this research, effective meaningful service is potentially a conduit 
to return intention. Friendliness of wait-staff, their knowledge of menu items, how well they 
are groomed, their desire to be careful when serving, and willingness to meet customer needs 
are all items that respondents rated highly. By providing consistent, superlative service to 
customers from initial contact throughout to departure there is increased probability for re-
patronization. 
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Self-image results indicate a need for management to appreciate customers' need for 
congruence in the restaurant. Management can potentially adopt policy that directs the 
efforts of wait-staff towards the furthering of congruence of the customers with the 
restaurant. 
Limitations 
External validity could be weak by using only two Des Moines fine-dining 
restaurants. The measurement requires more rigorous construct development for further 
testing. 
Future Research 
There is relatively minimal research done in reference to fine dining establishments. 
More rigorous research on this topic in cities where fine dining restaurants are prominent is 
required. The self-image results communicate a need for management to further explore 
customer perceptions of how they see themselves in management's restaurant. The results 
from this study relate self-image is significant with return intention, but inconclusive in 
relation to what kind of congruence customers' value most, e.g. "this restaurant is consistent 
with 'how I see myself" versus, "this restaurant is consistent with 'how I would like others 
to see me.'" Finally, longitudinal studies on market retention should be completed in this 
market niche for theory development. 
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APPENDIX A. SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
IO\VA STATE UNIVERSITY 
OF SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY 
Dear Valued Customer, 
College of Family and C 
Department of Apparel. 
and Hospitality Manage 
1055 LeBaron Hall 
Ames, lowa 500 l 1-112c 
515 294-7474 
FAX 515 294-6364 
e-mail aeshm@iastate.edu 
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For my Master's thesis, I am conducting this study to understand how customers perceive restaurant perfor-
mance and how the perceptions affect the customer's desire to return to the restaurant. This questionnaire should take 5-
7 minutes of your time. Your responses are important to helping the restaurant operator and my research. Your partici-
pation is voluntary, and your responses will remain confidential and be recorded as group data only. I would appreciate 
you completing the questions on both the front and back of the questionnaire. 
As a token of appreciation, your name will be included in a drawing for a gift certificate of $25.00 toward your 
next dinner at this restaurant. Please give your name and telephone number on the bottom section of this page so that I 
can contact you if you are selected for the gift. The name and telephone number will be removed from the page: and used 
for the raffle and not included in group data. If you do not want to be included in the drawing, you do not need 10 pnl\·idt> 
your name or telephone number at the bottom. 
You may discontinue participation in this study at any time. If you have any questions about this questionnairt> 











Your Telephone #: 
Customer Perceptions Study 
1. Overall, how ·do you rate the performance of this restaurant? Circle one number. 57 
Poor 1 ............ 2 ............. 3 ............. 4 ............ 5 Excellent 
2. How likely are you to return to this restaurant for a dining occasion similar to this evening's? 
Very Unlikely 1 ............ 2 ............. 3 ............. 4 ............. 5 Very Likely 
3. How likely are you to r~mmend this restaurant to others for a dining occasion similar to this evening's? 
Very Unlikely 1 ............. 2 ............. 3 ............ 4 ............. 5 Very Likely 
4. Excluding.this eventg, about how>many tint~ have you eaten at .this restaurant in the last12 months? 
A. 0 times 
B. 1-2 times 
C. 3-5 times 
D. 6-10 times 
E. 11- more 
5. Which factor most influences your desire to return to a fine-dining restaurant like this one? 
A. Quality of Service 
B. Quality of Food/Beverage 
C. Quality of Physical Setting 
The following questions are designed to understand your perceptions of quality of service, food/beverage quality, 
and·.quality of ambiance at this restaurant. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the 
following statements by using the scales below: 
Statements Indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement. 
(Please circle your answer) 
The service/server you received this evening was: 
Strongly Disagree 
1 ) Well timed......................................................... 1 
2) Friendly............................................................. 1 
3) Knowledgeable about menu items......................... 1 
4) Entertaining.................................................. .... 1 
5) Well-groomed.................................................... 1 
6) Attentive.......................................................... 1 
7) Careful in manner............................................... 1 
8) Willing to meet your needs................................... 1 
* * The overall service/server performed well................. 1 
The foodiou received this evening was produced well in regards to: 
Strongly Disagree 
1) Flavor............................................................... 1 
2) Aroma.............................................................. 1 
3) Color............................................................... 1 
·4) Texture............................................................. 1 
5) Temperature...................................................... 1 
* * Overall, the food you had was produced well .......... 1 
The beverage you received this evening performed well in regards to: 
Strongly Disagree 
1) Variety offered.................................................. 1 
2) Quality............................................................. 1 
3) Amount........................................................... 1 






























































The physical settin1 of the restaurant was presented well in regards to: 
Strongly~ Strongly Disagree 
1) Color ............................................................... 1 2 3 4 5 
2) Lighting ........................................................... 1 2 3 4 5 
3) Table setting .................................................... 1 2 3 4 5 
4) Music (if any) ............••.................................•... 1 2 3 4 5 
5) Artwork/ Ambiance ...•.••........•..•..••.....•.••.•.•........ 1 2 3 4 5 
6) Flowers/Plant-life (if any) .................•................ 1 2 3 4 5 
7) Appearance of bathroom facilities ....................... 1 2 3 4 5 
8) Appearance of exterior/parking lot ..................... 1 2 3 4 5 
**Overall, the physical setting was presented well ...... 1 2 3 4 5 
~the following factors by di$trib11tlnl' 100,J>Qlnts based upon the influence each plays .on your desire to return 
to 0this r~urant. 
Service 
_ Food/Beverage 
_Physical Setting (Ambiance, Decor, Table Setting, Etc ... ) 
_Other, please state what influenced your desire to return ----------------
What was the main reason for your dining in this restaurant this evening? Circle one answer please. 
A. Celebration (Anniversary, Birthday, promotion) 
B. Reward for completed task 
C. Business Meeting 
D. Other, (Please Specify) ________________________ _ 
How likely are you to return to this restaurant other than for a special occasion? 
Very Unlikely 1 ..........•. 2 ............. 3 ............. 4 ............. 5 Very Likely 
Nease indicate the.extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements by·using the scales below: 
Statements 
Strongly Disagree 
This restaurant is consistent with how I see myself........................... 1 
This restaurant is consistent with how I like to see myself................. 1 
This restaurant is consistent with how I believe others see me............ 1 
This restaurant is consistent with how I would like others to see me... 1 
Demographic Information: Please circle one. 




D. 56 and above 
















:J. Considering both your educational level and household income, which category best describes your soda/ 
status? 
A. Upper Class 
B. Upper-Middle Class 
C. Middle Class 
D. Lower-Middle Class 
E. Lower Class 
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APPENDIX B. HUMAN SUBJECTS REVIEW APPROVAL 
FORM 
Iowa State University Human Subjects Review Form 
OFFICE USE ONLY 
EXPEDITED~ FULL COMMITTEE_ 
PI Last Name Walters Title of Project Fine-dining and the retention of customers: a marketing focus 
Checklist for Attachments 
The following are attached (please check): 
13. [81 Letter or written statement to subjects indicating clearly: 
a) the purpose of the research 
60 
b) the use of any identifier codes (names, #'s), how they will be used, and when they will be removed (see item 18) 
c) an estimate ohime needed for participation in the research 
d) if applicable, the location of the research activity 
e) how you will ensure confidentiality 
f) in a longitudinal study, when and how you will contact subjects later 
g) that participation is voluntary; nonparticipation will not affect evaluations of the subject 
14. DA copy of the consent fonn (if applicable) 
15. D Letter of approval for research from cooperating organizations or institutions (if applicable) 
16. [81 Data-gathering instruments 







18. If applicable: anticipated date that identifiers will be removed from completed survey instruments and/or 
audio or visual tapes will be erased: 
NIA 
Month/Day/Year 
19. Date Department or Administrative Unit 
'/r/o?- A£s-H~ /'/JV~ 
If the PI or co-PI is al o the DEO, a ean signature authority must sign here. 
20. Initial action by the Institutional Review Board (IRB): 
;&J Project approved 0 Pending Further Review ___ _ 0 Project not approved 
Date Date 
D No action required ___ _ 
Date 
21. Follow-up action by the IRB: 
Project approved D ___ _ Project not approved ___ _ Project not resubmitted ___ _ 
Date Date 
Rick Sharp 
Name of IRB Chairperson Date 
7/01 
